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make an effort at close interpretation and the extraction of every ounce of evidence it will yield.
The patent1 conferred upon John Cabot, his sons Lewis, Sebastian and Sancio, and their heirs and deputies, permission to sail under the English flag with five ships and the proper crews "to all parts, regions and coasts of the eastern, western and northern sea"; to discover in any part of the world any heathen islands or countries hitherto unknown to Christians; to hoist the flag in any such discoveries, and to conquer and occupy in the king's name as great a part of them as might be possible. So much concerns the scope of the grant. If it is interpreted strictly and literally, as was the intention of its framers, it means that there was a limitation on the directions in which Cabot might sail from England. He might go to the east, north or west, but not to the south. South of what ? Obviously, of England. If any question should arise, the lawyers would hold that he had overstepped his licence if he had sailed across the ocean to a landfall in any latitude south of those covered by the English realm* But, having crossed the ocean under the above limitation, he might discover infidel lands unknown to Christians in any part of the world. There is an apparent but not a real contradiction. Again reading the patent as it was meant to be read, we see that if Cabot discovered a new coast by a voyage made not southwards of England's latitude, he was not precluded from following his new coast whithersoever it might lead him, even to the tropics, provided it was always territory hitherto unknown. If we fit this to what we know independently of the Cabot-Bristol ideas, of the Norsemen's Markland etc., stretching well to the north of English latitudes but constituting the mainland of Asia and extending southwards to the tropical spice-regions, we realize what Henry VII was prepared to sanction. He would respect the Spanish claim to monopoly of westward navigation within ,the Atlantic belt already covered by Columbus, and as far as the islands found by Columbus, but no farther. Cabot was to outflank the Spaniards by crossing northward of their waters, finding the continent, and following its coast wherever it went, since it must manifestly lie beyond and not this side of the Spanish discoveries.
Here we have very nearly the principles that England has defended as a colonizing power throughout her modern history. Free navigation of all the high seas is not yet insisted on, but freedom to exploit any region not effectively occupied by any other Christian country is clearly laid down. There is also in the patent another principle which has been very little talked about but was long acted upon. It is that a Christian power 1 No. 16, The first letters patent to Jolm Cabot.